TITLE OF THE INVENTION 

POLLING METHOD, DEVICE AND COMPUTER PRODUCT, COMPUTER- 
READABLE STORAGE MEDIUM ON WHICH POLLING COMPUTER 
PRODUCT IS RECORDED, AND POLL REPLY METHOD 

5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Technical Field 

The present invention relates to polling methods, devices and computer products, 
to computer-readable storage medium on which such polling computer products have 
been recorded, and to poll reply methods. 

10 Description of the Related Art 

Poll gathering and analysis systems in which the collection of questionnaires is 
done on computers, reducing the burden involved in the compilation of poll results, are 
known. In such systems both free replies and elective replies, for example, can be entered. 
Free replies are replies that a poll respondent can freely write in reply to questions 

15 presented on a display or the like; elective replies are options stored ahead of time in a 
database or the like and presented together with questions to a poll respondent, who 
selects any of the options as a reply. Entered free replies and elective replies are stored in 
a database. Elective replies, because they can be converted to figures, are easier to 
compile. With free replies, on the other hand, because they allow poll respondents to 

20 write as they please, free opinions of individual respondents can be obtained (Japanese 
Pub. Pat. App. No. H08-272772). 

As explained above, because free replies are freely written, the reply content is not 
easily compiled and analyzed. Therefore, a system has been proposed in which free 
replies are classified into categories and new questions are then drawn up, with those 

25 categories presented as reply options. Using such a system allows categories of free 



replies to be selected as reply options, resulting in accurate compilation (Japanese Pub. 
Pat. App. No. H08-272773). 

In terms of the system disclosed in the above-noted Japanese Pub. Pat. App. No. 
H08-272773, the fact that categories of previously made free replies are available as reply 

5 options enables accurate compilation results to be obtained. However, the reply options 
thus created are categories; if the classification of free replies is not done properly, the 
reply options may not actually reflect the opinions behind the free replies. This makes it 
difficult for a person who responds by selecting a created reply option to select this reply 
option as his or her subjective and freely conceived opinion. 

10 BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the present invention is to realize a polling method that encourages 
questionnaire respondents to make freely opinionated replies and allows diverse replies to 
be extensively collected. 

The present invention in a first aspect is a polling method for conducting poll on a 

15 respondent group including at least one or more first respondent and second respondent, 
and comprises a first question step, a free reply step, a first storage step, a second 
question step, and a presentation step. The first question step presents a question to a first 
respondent. The free reply step accepts input by a first respondent of an unguided reply 
("free reply" hereinafter) to the question. The first storage step stores as a reply option to 

20 the question a free reply input by the first respondent. The second question step, after 
input of the free reply by the first respondent, presents the question to the second 
respondent. The presentation step presents to the second respondent the reply option 
stored in the first storage step. 

In this aspect of the present invention, questions are presented to the first 

25 respondent. Questions are presented, for example, by the sending of an email containing a 



URL that links to a Web page on which the questions appear, and enabling the first 
respondent to access that Web page by making that Web page accessible over the Internet. 
Alternatively, questions can be presented, for example, by sending questions in audio data 
format to the first respondent. A first respondent is allowed to enter a free reply. Here, 

5 free replies are responses to questions that a respondent enters in a manner he or she 
chooses, such as via text or voice. Free replies entered by the first respondent are stored 
as question reply options. It is preferable, in terms of operability, that the storage of 
responses as options be made by storing a program that defines a graphic user interface 
(GUI) such as list boxes and check boxes, a database, or other type of information on a 

10 storage medium such as a DRAM, FROM or hard disk. After entry of a free replies by the 
first respondent, questions are presented to second respondents. Then reply options stored 
in the storage step are presented to the second respondent. 

In this way, a free reply entered by a first respondent is presented to a second 
respondent as a fixed reply option. Therefore, a survey taker, when commencing the 

15 survey, does not have to prepare question reply options but can simply present already 
received free replies as response guideposts for second respondents. Meanwhile, the 
second respondent views, as a reply option, previous free reply that matches their own 
opinion. As they view the opinions of others, it is easier for them to respond with their 
free and subjective opinion, using either a fixed response or free reply. For the survey 

20 taker, this means collection of a wide range of opinions. 

In a second aspect, the polling method according to the first aspect of the 
invention further comprises: an elective reply step of input by the second respondent 
selection of the reply option presented in the presentation step ("elective reply" 
hereinafter); a second storage step of storing an elective reply accepted from a second 

25 respondent; and a compilation step of repeating the first question step, the free reply step, 



the first storage step, the second question step, the presentation step, the elective reply 
step, and the second storage step, and collecting and compiling elective replies and free 
replies from the respondent group. 

In this aspect of the present invention, the selection by a second respondent of an 
5 option presented in the presentation step is accepted. The reply selected by second 
respondent is stored. The steps of the first question step, free reply step, storage step, 
second question step, presentation step and elective reply step are repeated and elective 
replies or free replies are collected from the respondent group and compiled. 

Thus the free replies of respondents who have already responded are presented to 
10 a questionnaire respondent as reply options, allowing selection of such a presented option 
as a reply. Therefore, a respondent can choose a free reply that is close to his or her own 
opinion, and can make a reply with a high degree of freedom, without having to go to the 
trouble of entering his or her own free reply. A survey taker is able to compile as elective 
replies that otherwise would have been processed as free replies, leading to less time and 
15 effort spent in compilation. In other words, a survey taker can anticipate focused opinions 
while also obtaining a wide range of opinion and can anticipate easier compilation. 

A polling method according to a third aspect of the invention is as set forth in the 
foregoing first or second aspects, but further comprising a first determination step of 
determining whether or not a free reply input by a first respondent and a predetermined 
20 reply option presented in the presentation step are substantially the same. Here, said 
presentation step further presents at least one predetermined reply option. 

In this aspect of the present invention, it is determined whether a free reply 
entered by a first respondent is the same as a predetermined reply option. "Substantially 
the same" means that the contents are entirely or partially the same. 
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In this manner, determination can be made of similarity in content between a free 
reply entered by a first respondent and an existing reply option, 

A fourth aspect of the present invention is the polling method according to the 
third aspect, and wherein the first storage step, if the first determination step determines 
5 that the free reply input by the first respondent and the predetermined reply option are not 
substantially the same, stores the free reply as a reply option to the question. 

In this aspect of the present invention, when it is determined that a free reply 
entered by a first respondent is not substantially the same as a reply option, the free reply 
is stored as a reply option to the relevant question. 
10 In this manner, because a free reply will not be stored as a reply option if it has 

substantially the same contents as an existing option, the storage of duplicate free replies 
is prevented. 

In a fifth aspect, the polling method according to the second aspect of the 
invention; wherein: if the first determination step determines that the free reply input by 
15 the first respondent is substantially the same as the predetermined reply option, the 
compilation step compiles the free reply as an elective reply made by selection of the 
predetermined reply option. 

In this aspect of the present invention, when it is determined that a free reply 
entered by a first respondent is substantially the same as an existing reply option, the free 
20 reply is counted as an elective reply that the respondent made by selecting the existing 
reply option. 

In this manner, by counting a free reply as the selection of an option when a free 
reply has the same content as that option, a survey taker can reduce the time and effort 
spent in compilation. 
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A polling method according to the sixth aspect is as set forth in the foregoing third 
or fifth aspects of the invention, but further comprising a confirmation step of, if the first 
determination step determines that the free reply entered by the first respondent and the 
predetermined reply option are substantially the same, accepting from the first respondent 

5 confirmation as to whether or not the determination is correct; wherein the compiling is 
carried out if the determination is confirmed to be correct. 

In this aspect of the present invention, when it is determined that a free reply 
entered by a first respondent is substantially the same as a reply option, confirmation is 
received from the first respondent as to whether that determination is correct. When it is 

10 confirmed that such determination is correct, the data is compiled. 

In this manner, compilation is made after confirmation that the contents are the 
same, ensuring the reliability of the determination of sameness and compilation results. 

The invention in a seventh aspect is the polling method according to any of the 
foregoing first, second, fourth, fifth or sixth aspects, but further comprising a conditions- 

15 setting step of accepting settings on conditions for designating at least one or more first 
respondents; wherein: in the first question step, the question is presented to at least one or 
more first respondents who have been extracted based on the conditions. 

In this aspect of the present invention, settings are accepted for conditions for 
designation of at least one or more first respondents. Setting of conditions for designation 

20 of first respondents means the designation of such conditions as, for example, respondents 
in a certain position, respondents who have made a free reply at least once in the past, and 
respondents of a certain age group or sex, so that at least one or more respondents are 
extracted from a respondent group and designated as first respondents. The above first 
question step, free reply step and first storage step are executed for the at least one or 

25 more respondents extracted by the entered conditions. Thereafter, the second question 



step and presentation step are executed for at least one or more second respondents. The 
elective reply step and then the compilation step may also be executed for second 
respondents. 

With such a configuration, the setting of conditions enables free replies to be 

5 obtained from the at least one or more respondents extracted based on those conditions. In 
other words, at least one or more respondents such as respondents who have made 
multiple free replies in the past or respondents with a specific position or are otherwise an 
opinion leader type are selected as first respondents, and free replies are collected from 
these first respondents first. Because free replies of first respondents are presented to 

10 second respondents as reply options, second respondents can view, for example, the rich 
and varied free replies of first respondents who have made many free replies in the past, 
or the helpful free options of persons in certain positions. Therefore, second respondents 
can view as reply options varied and helpful free replies, making it easier for them to 
respond with their own free opinion. In addition, if second respondents select such 

15 options, a survey taker can anticipate focused second respondent opinions as well as 

reduction of second respondent free replies, while also obtaining a wide range of opinion; 
a survey taker can also anticipate even easier compilation. 

The invention in an eighth aspect is the polling method according to any of the 
foregoing second, fourth, fifth or sixth aspects, but further comprising: a second 

20 determination step of increasing a count of reply options to the question when a free reply 
is stored in the first storage step, and determining whether the count of reply options has 
reached a predetermined maximum value; a third storage step of storing correlatively with 
the question options that the presentation step has presented to the second respondents; 
and a re-surveying step of, if the second determination step determines that the reply 

25 options count has reached the maximum value, extracting based on data stored in the third 



storage step at least one or more second respondents who have made elective replies from 
options numbering a count that is a predetermined minimum value or less, and presenting 
the extracted second respondents with the question. 

In this aspect of this present invention, in cases where after a respondent has 
5 responded, a free reply has been added as a reply option, questions with an added option 
are presented again to respondents who have already responded, giving all respondents 
equal reply conditions. 

A polling method according to a ninth aspect of the invention is as set forth in the 
foregoing first or second aspects, but further comprising: an iterating step of repeating the 
10 first question step, the free reply step and the first storage step; and a control step in 

which the iterating step is terminated, and the presentation step and the second question 
step are performed. 

In this aspect of the present invention, the first question step, free reply step and 
first storage step are repeated. This repeating is then ended by, for example, setting the 
15 number of repetitions, setting the repeat time, setting the number of free replies stored, or 
executing a repeat end command in real time. 

With such a configuration, because how repeating will end can be designated, a 
survey taker can continue survey of first respondents until a wide range of worthwhile 
free replies are gathered. In addition, because presentation of free replies to second 
20 respondents comes after the repeating has ended, second respondents can view at once 
free replies that have already been given, making viewing of the replies easier and 
allowing a wider range of replies. 

The invention in a tenth aspect is a polling device for conducting poll on a 
respondent group including at least one or more first respondents and second respondents, 
25 the polling device comprising: first question means for presenting a question to a first 



respondent; free reply means for accepting input by the first respondent of an unguided 
reply ("free reply" hereinafter) to said question; first storage means for storing a free reply 
input by the first respondent as a reply option to said question; second question means for 
presenting said question to a second respondent after input of the free reply by the first 
respondent; and presentation means for presenting to the second respondent the reply 
option stored by said first storage means. 

The invention in a eleventh aspect is a polling computer product for conducting 
poll on a respondent group including at least one or more first respondents and second 
respondents, the computer product for causing a computer to function as: first question 
means for presenting a question to a first respondent; free reply means for accepting input 
by the first respondent of an unguided reply ("free reply" hereinafter) to said question; 
first storage means for storing a free reply input by the first respondent as a reply option 
to said question; second question means for presenting said question to a second 
respondent after input of the free reply by the first respondent; and presentation means for 
presenting to the second respondent the reply option stored by said first storage means. 

The invention in a twelfth aspect is a computer-readable recording medium on 
which is recorded a polling program for conducting a poll on a respondent group 
including at least one or more first respondents and second respondents, the computer- 
readable recording medium on which is recorded a polling program for causing a 
computer to function as: first question means for presenting a question to a first 
respondent; free reply means for accepting input by the first respondent of an unguided 
reply ("free reply" hereinafter) to said question; first storage means for storing a free reply 
input by the first respondent as a reply option to said question; second question means for 
presenting said question to a second respondent after input of the free reply by the first 



respondent; and presentation means for presenting to the second respondent the reply 
option stored by said first storage means. 

Conceivable recording media include computer-readable media such as a flexible 
disk, hard disk drive, semiconductor memory, CD-ROM, DVD, and MO disk. 
5 The invention in one further aspect is a polling method comprising: a question 

step of displaying a question; a reply step of displaying at least one or more 
predetermined reply options to the displayed question, and accepting selection of any of 
the predetermined reply options, or input of an unguided reply ("free reply" hereinafter), 
to the question; a first determination step of determining whether a free reply is being 

10 entered; a second determination step of, if a free reply is being entered, determining 
whether the free reply being entered and any of the predetermined reply options will be 
substantially the same before the input of the free reply has finished; and a support step of, 
if the second determination step has determined that the free reply and a predetermined 
reply option will be substantially the same, supporting input of the free reply or selection 

15 of the predetermined reply option. 

In this aspect of the invention, it is determined whether a free reply being entered 
and a predetermined reply option are substantially the same. If the determination is 
"same", entry of a free reply or selection of reply option is supported. Supporting a free 
reply can be, for example, copying and displaying the contents of a predetermined reply 

20 option as this free reply in the textbox in which free reply to a question is to be entered, or 

auto-completing a response. An example of reply option selection support is, when a free 

reply is the same as a predetermined reply option, to highlight that reply option and 

encourage the respondent to choose that option. 

In such a manner, entry of free replies is simplified. In addition, entry of free 

25 replies that are the same as existing reply options can be prevented. Further, 
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implementation of the above-mentioned survey method will prevent free replys that are 
the same as existing reply options from being stored as reply options. 

Employing the present invention encourages respondents to give their free opinion 
in reply, and allows for questionnaires to gather a wide variety of replies. 

From the following detailed description in conjunction with the accompanying 
drawings, the foregoing and other objects, features, aspects and advantages of the present 
invention will become readily apparent to those skilled in the art. 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SEVERAL VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 is an overall configurational view of a questionnaire processing system 
having to do with a first embodiment; 

Fig. 2 is a conceptual explanatory diagram of data stored in a survey form 
database having to do with the first embodiment; 

Fig. 3 is a conceptual explanatory diagram of data stored in a respondent database; 

Fig. 4 is a conceptual explanatory diagram of data stored in a reply database; 

Fig. 5 is a conceptual explanatory diagram of data stored in a compilation 
database; 

Fig. 6 is an example of reply data; 

Fig. 7 is a main-process flowchart; 

Fig. 8 is a prioritized-surveying process flowchart; 

Fig. 9 is a re-surveying process flowchart; 

Fig. 10 is a reply-support process flowchart; 

Fig. 1 1 is an example of a login screen; 

Fig. 12 is an example of a survey form page; 

Fig. 13 A is an example of a survey form page; 

Fig. 13B is an example of a comment entry page; 



Fig. 14 is an example of a compilation results page; 
Fig. 15A is an example of a free reply entry; 

Fig. 15B is an example of a survey form page created by the main process; 

Fig. 16 A is an example of a free reply entry; 

Fig. 16B is an example of a compilation results page; 

Fig. 17A is an example of a free reply entry; 

Fig. 17B is an example of an option highlighted by the reply-support process; 
Fig. 1 8A is an example of a free reply entry; 

Fig. 18B is an example of a free reply displayed by the reply-support process; 
Fig. 19A is an example of a free reply entry; 

Fig. 19B is an example of a confirmation screen presented by the main process; 
Fig. 20 is an example of a survey planning screen; 
Fig. 21 A is an example of a survey planning screen; 

Fig. 21 B is an example of a survey form page displayed at a URL transmitted in 
the re-surveying process; 

Fig. 22 is a conceptual explanatory view of data stored in a survey form database 
having to do with a second embodiment; 

Fig. 23 A is an example of a survey form page; 

Fig. 23B is an example of a sub-page; 

Fig. 23C is an example of a survey form page on which a sub-option is displayed; 

and 

Fig. 23D is an example of a survey form page on which sub-options are displayed. 
DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
First Embodiment 
(1) Configuration 
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Fig. 1 shows the overall configuration of a questionnaire processing system 
according to a first embodiment. In this system, a questionnaire processing server 1 and 
respondent terminals 2a, b, c ... (hereinafter "respondent terminal 2") are interconnected 
over a network 12, which can be a LAN, the Internet or other network. 
5 The respondent terminal 2 includes a Web browser 21 and reply support module 

22. The Web browser 21 requests a Web server 3 to send a Web page, and then receives 
and displays that page. A reply support module 22 accepts reply entry, creates reply data 
(explained below) and sends this to the questionnaire processing server 1 . The respondent 
terminal 2 is operated by a respondent responding to a poll. The respondent terminal 2 

10 may be a personal computer, PDA, portable terminal or the like. 

The questionnaire processing server 1 includes the Web server 3, a database group 
4, a module group 5 and a mail transmission server 1 1; it collects and compiles replies to 
a poll. The Web server 3, in reply to a request from the Web browser 21, sends a survey 
form page (explained below) to the respondent terminal 2. The Web server 3 also receives 

15 reply data (explained below) sent from the respondent terminal 2, supplies this to the 
module group 5 and requests processing thereof The mail transmission server 1 1 uses, 
for example, the publicly known Simple Mail Transfer Protocol (SMTP) to send e-mail. 
The Web server 3 and the mail transmission server 1 1 are connected to the network 12 
and the module group 5. The Web server 3 and the mail transmission server 1 1 may be 

20 provided outside the questionnaire processing server 1, connecting with the module group 
5 over the network 12. The module group 5 includes a survey form creation module 6, a 
survey execution module 7, a survey results display module 8, a free reply processing 
module 9 and a verification module 10. The database group 4 includes a survey form 
database 41, respondent database 42, reply database 43, and compilation database 44. 
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The survey form creation module 6 creates a survey form page that is a Web page 
as shown in Fig. 12 in HTML file format or the like, based on data stored in the survey 
form database 41 . A survey form page stored in advance on the Web server 3 ("default 
survey form page") is replaced by this newly created survey form page ("new survey form 

5 page"). As shown in Fig. 12, the contents of a question appear on a default survey form 
page. The default survey form page will accept entry of either an elective reply, for which 
replies are made by selecting either of the check boxes next to the reply options "(1) 
Unique color" or "(2) Unique smell", or a free reply, for which reply is made by selecting 
the check box next to "(3) Other" and entering text as one chooses into the text box. For 

10 example, by clicking a "Send" button, reply data including the entered elective reply or 
free reply is created, and sent from the respondent terminal 2 to the questionnaire 
processing server 1 . Additionally, the survey form page may be configured to allow a 
comment to be appended to an elective reply. For example, as shown in Fig. 13 A, a 
"Make a Comment" hyperlink may be embedded on a survey form page; when a 

15 respondent clicks this, a comment input screen as shown in Fig. 13B appears. A text box 
on this comment input screen accepts input of a comment to be appended to the selection 
of a reply option. Such a configuration not only allows the collection of a broad range of 
opinions while at the same time encouraging elective replies, it also facilitates 
compilation of data. Similarly, in the new survey form page shown in Fig. 16A, either a 

20 free reply or elective reply can be entered; when a respondent clicks the "Send" button, 
reply data is sent from the respondent terminal 2 to the questionnaire processing server 1. 
The creation of a new survey form page will be discussed below, in the discussion of the 
main process. 

As shown in Fig. 6, reply data sent to the questionnaire processing server 1 

25 includes respondent ID, survey ID, question ID and option ID, as well as free replies and 
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other information. Respondent ID identifies a respondent in the respondent database 42; 
survey ID, question ID and option ID identify, in the survey form database 41, the survey 
to which a respondent has responded, question, selectable options and selected option(s) 
for that question. As shown in Fig. 6, reply data can be written in XML. The above- 

5 described comments as well as sub-free replies (discussed below), sub-option ID 
(discussed below) and the like may also be included in reply data. 

The survey execution module 7 stores reply data received by the questionnaire 
processing server 1 in the reply database 43. The survey execution module 7 also 
compiles replies and stores them in the compilation database 44. The survey execution 

10 module 8, in accordance with a prioritized survey process (discussed below), switches an 
initial mode flag between ON and OFF, which is stored in a DRAM or the like (not in 
figures) in the questionnaire processing server 1 . The initial mode flag, when on, is a flag 
for having a default survey form sent to all the respondent terminals 2, and when off, for 
having a new survey form sent. The default initial mode flag is off. Further, the survey 

15 execution module 7 accepts entry of prioritized survey conditions and the like on a survey 
planning screen, as shown in Fig. 20 and Fig. 21 A and Fig. 2 IB, and stores the same in a 
not-illustrated DRAM or the like in the questionnaire processing server 1. Prioritized 
survey conditions are such matters as, on the survey planning screen shown in Fig. 20, 
checking "set an order for survey form distribution rather than simultaneous distribution" 

20 and setting an order in the "Priority Order" field in the respondent database 42; selecting 
the "Detailed Conditions" radio button and selecting from a list box past survey number 
and free reply number; checking "give priority to distribution of survey forms to store 
managers"; and checking "give priority to distribution of survey forms to specified 
respondents" and selecting the names of specified respondents from a list box. For 
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reasons of confidentiality, it is preferable to limit access to these survey planning screens 
to specified individuals. 

The survey results display module 8 causes questionnaire compilation results as 
shown in Figs. 14 and 16B to be displayed on a not-illustrated display for the 
5 questionnaire processing server 1, based on data stored in the compilation database 44. 
The free reply processing module 9 stores free replies included in reply data in the survey 
form database 41. As shown in Fig. 1 1, verification module 10 determines whether the 
combination of "respondent ID" and "password" entered at the login screen displayed on 
the Web browser 21 of a respondent terminal 2 matches any of a record in the respondent 

10 database 42 (hereinafter "when a respondent terminal 2 has logged in"). If the respondent 
ID and password are authenticated, verification module 10 allows the Web server 3 to 
send a survey form page to the Web browser 21 at which that respondent ID and 
password were entered. 

Fig. 2 shows in table format data stored in the survey form database 41. The 

15 survey form database 41 has the following fields: "Survey ID," "Survey Objective," 

"Mode," "Question ID," "Question Contents," "Option ID," "Option Contents," and "Sub- 
option." "Survey ID" is an identifier for a set (hereinafter "polling") of one or more 
survey form pages necessary for achieving the objective of a questionnaire-based survey. 
"Survey Objective" indicates the objective for a questionnaire-based survey. In the figure, 

20 "Regarding the New Product Sixpara" has been stored as the survey objective. "Mode" 
can be either "Initial" or "Standard"; this is referred to in mode survey processing 
(discussed below). "Question ID" is an identifier for questions included in a questionnaire. 
"Question Contents" is the contents of questions displayed on a survey form page. 
"Option ID" is an identifier for reply options. "Option Contents" is the contents of reply 

25 options displayed on a survey form page. 
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Fig. 3 shows data in table format stored in the respondent database 42. The 
respondent database 42 has the following fields: "Respondent ID," "Respondent," 
"Password," "Completed Survey ID," "Free Reply Count," and "Priority Order." 
"Respondent ID" is an identifier for a respondent who has sent reply data. "Respondent" 
5 is the name of the respondent identified by a respondent ID. "Password" is respondent 
authentication information, which is used in main processing (discussed below). 
"Completed Survey ID" is the survey ID for a questionnaire for which the questionnaire 
processing server 1 has already received reply data from a respondent; this is updated by 
the survey execution module 7. "Free Reply Count" is the current number of free replies 
10 included in reply data sent by a respondent. "Free Reply Count" shows the number of free 
replies created by a respondent, and is updated by the free reply processing module 9. 
"Priority Order" is the order in which the survey execution module 7 sends survey form 
pages to respondents. 

Fig. 4 shows data stored in the reply database 43. In this database, reply options 
15 presented to respondents and selection results for each question are stored. Data stored in 
the reply database 43 is created based on reply data. 

Fig. 5 shows in table format data stored in the compilation database 44. This table 
has the following fields: "Survey ID," "Question ID," "Option ID," and "Respondent 
Count." "Survey ID," "Question ID," and "Option ID" are the same as described above. 
20 "Respondent Count" is the total number of respondents who selected a certain option. A 
compilation results page as shown in Fig. 14 is created based on data stored in the 
compilation database 44. 

(2) Process Flow 

(2-1) Process Performed by the Questionnaire Processing Server 
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The questionnaire processing server 1 executes a main process, a prioritized 
survey process, and a re-surveying process. These will be explained in detail. 
(2-1-1) Main Process 

Fig. 7 is a flowchart representing a main process. Here, in cases where a free reply 
5 is not the same as an existing reply option, that free reply is registered in "Option 
Content" of the survey form database 41 together with a new option ID. This process 
commences when the current date and time reach the "Start Time" on the survey planning 
screen shown in Fig. 20. 

Step SI : The verification module 10 determines whether a respondent terminal 2 
10 has logged in and requested sending of a survey form page. If a request has been made, 
control proceeds to step S2. If a request has not been made, the above determination is 
repeated until a respondent terminal 2 has logged in and requested sending of a survey 
form page. 

Step S2: The survey execution module 7 determines whether or not the initial 
15 mode flag (discussed below) is on. If the initial mode flag is on, control proceeds to step 
S4. If the initial mode flag is off, control proceeds to step S3. 

Step S3: Based on data in the survey form database 41, the survey form creation 
module 6 creates a survey form page using an HTML file format or the like and stores 
this in the Web server 3. 
20 Step S4: The Web server 3 sends to the respondent terminal 2 that requested 

sending of a survey form page a stored survey form page (i.e., the default survey form 
page) or a new survey form page. 

Step S5: The survey execution module 7 determines whether reply data has been 

received from the respondent terminal 2. If it has been received, control proceeds to step 

25 S6. If it has not been received, step S5 is repeated and reception is awaited. 
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Step S6: The free reply processing module 9 determines whether reply data 
includes a free reply. If a free reply is included, control proceeds to step S7. If a free reply 
is not included, control proceeds to step SI 1. 

Step S7: The free reply processing module 9 consults the survey form database 41 

5 and determines whether any reply option for the relevant question and survey (hereinafter, 
"existing option") has content that matches the content of a free reply. If there is a match, 
control proceeds to step S8. If there is no match, control proceeds to Step S12. Here, the 
determination of whether the content of a free reply matches content of an existing option 
is made, for example, as follows. In cases where a portion of a keyword contained in an 

10 existing option is also contained in a free reply, a determination of matching is made. 
Alternatively, an existing option is associated with a sentence the content of which 
partially matches that existing option, and this is registered in another database. Then, 
when a free reply contains a registered sentence, it is determined that that free reply 
matches the existing option associated with that sentence. 

15 Step S8: the survey execution module 7 provides to the Web browser 21, and 

causes display of, a confirmation screen, an example of which is shown in Fig. 19B. The 
confirmation screen shown in Fig. 19B asks whether the existing option "unique smell" is 
the same as the free reply "has a pungent smell" shown in 1 9A. 

Step S9: The survey execution module 7 determines whether there has been an 

20 entry at the confirmation screen confirming that the entered free reply is the same as an 

existing option. For example, in the confirmation screen shown in Fig. 19B, if "Yes" is 

clicked, it is determined that such entry has been made. When an entry has been made 

indicating that the free reply and existing option have not been confirmed to be the same, 

for example, when the "No" button has been clicked in the screen shown in Fig. 19B, it is 

25 determined that an entry has not been made confirming that the free reply and existing 
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option are the same. When such entry has been made, control proceeds to Step S 10. When 
such entry has not been made, control proceeds to Step SI 2. 

Step S10: The survey execution module 7 updates by incrementing by 1 the 
respondent count in the compilation database 44 for an existing option determined in step 
5 S7 to be the same as a free reply. 

Step SI 1: The survey execution module 7 increments by 1 the respondent count in 
the compilation database 44 for the relevant elective reply. 

Step SI 2: The free reply processing module 9 assigns an option ID to a free reply 
included in reply data and associates this free reply with the relevant survey ID and 
10 question ID and registers the same in the survey form database 41 . 

With the above process, when there is a free reply that is not substantially the 

same as an existing option, the free reply is stored in the survey form database 41 as an 

option. Then, a new survey form page is created based on this data in the survey form 

database 41 and sent to the respondent terminal. For example, as shown in Fig. 15 A, a 

15 free reply entered on a default survey form page specified by survey ID and question ID 

is displayed as is on a new survey form page, as shown in Fig. 15B, as a reply option for 

that survey ID and question ID. In other words, because the free reply of one respondent, 

"it tastes bitter," is not substantially the same as either of the existing options, "unique 

color" or "unique smell," this free reply is stored in the survey form database 41 . Then, 

20 the free reply "it tastes bitter" is added to the default survey form page, creating a new 

survey form page. Therefore, a respondent can view a previous free reply as a reply 

option. In addition, because respondents can select this previous free reply as their 

opinion, they do not have to go to the trouble of writing their own free reply, making it 

easier to select a reply that reflects their own opinion, and thereby facilitating the 

25 gathering of a variety of respondent opinion. In addition, a reply that otherwise would 
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have to be processed as a free reply can be compiled in data as an elective reply, reducing 
the work involved in questionnaire compilation. Also, because a free reply entered by an 
earlier respondent becomes an elective reply option for coming respondents, a survey 
taker can commence a survey and provide guideposts for replies, without having to 

5 prepare reply options for a questionnaire. Meanwhile, as indicated above, the free reply 
"it tastes bitter," which is not substantially the same as the existing reply options "has a 
unique color" and "has a unique smell," is added as a reply option; thus the addition of 
duplicate reply options is prevented. On such occasion, when a free reply as that shown in 
Fig. 19A is entered, the respondent is asked at a confirmation screen as shown in Fig. 19B 

10 whether the determination that this free reply has substantially the same contents as an 
existing reply option is correct; thus the reliability of such determinations is ensured. 

In addition, with the above process, when the content of a free reply is 
substantially the same as an existing option, that free reply is counted as the selection of 
that option. For example, supposing, as shown in Fig. 16 A, that "it tastes bitter" has been 

15 entered as a free reply, then the free reply processing module 9 would determine that this 
free reply is substantially the same as the reply option "it has a bitter taste." Then, as 
shown in Fig. 16B, this free reply would be counted as selection of the reply option "it 
has a bitter taste." In this manner, a free reply is counted as selection of an existing reply 
option, reducing the time and effort that survey taker spends on compilation. On such an 

20 occasion, confirmation is made by asking the respondent whether the determination that 
this free reply has substantially the same contents as an existing reply option is correct; 
therefore, reliable compilation is secured. 
(2-1-2) Prioritizing Process 

Fig. 8 is a flowchart representing a prioritizing process. This process gives priority 

25 to the collection of replies from specific respondent terminals 2, and commences when 
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the current date and time reach the "Start Time" on the survey planning screen shown in 
Fig. 20. This process is executed independently of the main process. 

Step S3 1 : The survey execution module 7 determines whether or not settings for 
prioritized survey conditions are stored in a DRAM or the like (not shown in the figures) 
5 of questionnaire processing server 1 . If such settings are stored, control proceeds to Step 
S32; if such settings are not stored, the process ends. 

Step S32: The survey execution module 7 extracts from the respondent database 
42 respondent IDs of records matching the prioritized survey conditions. The extraction 
can be performed, for example, by searching the fields "Respondent," "Completed Survey 
10 ID," "Free Reply Count" and "Priority Order," with prioritized survey conditions as keys. 

Step S33: The survey execution module 7 switches the initial mode flag to on, and 
asks the mail transmission server 1 1 to send an e-mail containing a link to the URL of a 
survey form page to the respondent terminal 2 at which a respondent specified by an 
extracted respondent ID (hereinafter, "priority respondent") has logged in. 
15 Step S34: The survey execution module 7 determines whether reply data has been 

received from all the respondent terminals 2 at which priority respondents have logged in. 
If all the reply data has been received, control proceeds to step S3 5. if all the reply data 
has not been received, step S3 4 is repeated and the reception of all the reply data is 
awaited. 

20 Step S3 5: The survey execution module 7 refers to the "Completed Survey ID" 

field of the respondent database 42, and specifies the respondent terminals 2 at which 
respondents to whom the survey form page URL was not sent in step S3 3 (hereinafter 
"non-priority respondent") have logged in. The survey execution module 7 then requests 
the mail transmission server 1 1 to send an e-mail containing a link to the URL of the 
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survey form page to the respondent terminal 2 at which non-priority respondents have 
logged on. The survey execution module 7 then switches the initial mode flag to off. 

With the above process, prioritized survey conditions can be used to designate 
respondents who are opinion leader types, respondents with specific positions, or 

5 respondents who frequently contribute free replies; this allows free replies from these 
respondents to be gathered first, and these free replies can later be added as reply options 
at once. Therefore, non-priority respondents can choose from reply options that reflect the 
free opinions of priority respondents, making it easier for the survey taker to compile 
varied and free opinions. 

10 In the main process described above, a default survey form page is sent to the 

respondent terminal 2 of priority respondents and a new survey form page is sent to the 
respondent terminal 2 of non-priority respondents. Therefore, because priority 
respondents do not see the free replies of other priority respondents, the entry of freely 
conceived opinions is encouraged. Meanwhile, non-priority respondents are sent a new 

15 survey form page to which has been added options that encapsulate the freely conceived 
opinions of priority respondents, such as respondents who are opinion leader types, 
respondents in specific positions, and respondents who frequently contribute free replies. 
Therefore, non-priority respondents can see and select from options that summarize the 
freely conceived opinions of priority respondents. 

20 (2- 1-3) Re-Surveying Process 

Fig. 9 is a flow chart of a re-surveying process. In this process, the URL for a new 

survey form page to which free replies have been added as reply options is sent to 

respondents who have already responded, and who are then asked to respond again. 

Step S41 : The survey execution module 7 refers to the survey form database 41 

25 and determines whether the total number n of reply options for question Q is greater than 
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or equal to a predetermined maximum value n max . If n is greater than or equal to n max , 
control proceeds to Step S42; if n is less than n max , then the process ends. 

Step S42: The survey execution module 7 refers to the reply database 43 and 
extracts respondent IDs for respondents for whom the total number of reply options 
5 selectable at time of answering question Q was at or below a minimum value n^n 
(hereinafter, "re-surveying respondent"). The n max and n,™ values are set at a survey 
planning screen as shown in Fig. 21 A. In the example shown in the figure, n max is eight 
and nmin is three. 

Step S43: The survey execution module 7 requests the mail transmission server 1 1 
10 to send an e-mail containing a link to the URL of a survey form page to the respondent 
terminals 2 at which respondents have logged in using a respondent ID of a re-surveying 
respondent. Fig. 21B shows a survey form page specified by this URL. 

With the above process, as shown in Fig. 2 IB, when free replies have been added 
to the reply options after a round replies has been made, questions for which reply options 
15 have been made can be presented again to respondents who responded previously, 
meaning that all respondents will be given equal reply conditions. 
(2-2) Process Carried Out in Respondent Terminals 

A reply-support process is carried out in the respondent terminal 2. Fig. 10 is a 
flowchart of the reply support process. In this process, when a free reply is entered in a 
20 respondent terminal 2, displays help a respondent reply appropriately, and an entered 
elective reply or free reply is sent to the questionnaire processing server 1 as reply data. 

Step S21 : The reply support module 22 determines whether a free reply is being 
entered. If a free reply is being entered, control proceeds to Step S22. If a free reply is not 
being entered, the above determination is repeated and a free reply is awaited. 
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Step S22: The reply support module 22 determines whether the free reply being 
entered has the same content as any of the reply options on the survey form page. If the 
determination is "same," control proceeds to Step S23. If determination is not same, 
control returns to step S21. Here, the determination of same or not same is made in the 

5 following manner. If, for example, a portion of a keyword contained in a reply option is 
contained in the free reply being entered, a determination of same is made. Alternatively, 
reply options and words and phrases with partially the same contents as those reply 
options are associated and registered in a not-illustrated separate database on a respondent 
terminal 2. When a free reply being entered contains a registered word or phrase, it is 

10 determined that the free reply is the same as the reply option associated with the 
registered word or phrase. 

Step S23: The reply support module 22 causes the Web browser 21 to display 
reply support. Reply support display may be carried out in the following manner. 
Supposing that, as shown in Fig. 17 A, "bitter taste" is being entered as a free reply, then 

15 the reply support module 22, when it has determined that this free reply is the same as the 
reply option "it has a bitter taste," highlights the reply option "it has a bitter taste," as 
shown in Fig. 17B. Alternatively supposing that, as shown in Fig. 18A, "bitter" is being 
entered as a free reply, then as shown in Fig. 18B, the reply support module 22, when it 
has determined that this free reply is the same as the reply option "it has a bitter taste," 

20 displays in the text box for free reply entry the phrase "it has a bitter taste," which is 
identical to the reply option. 

Step S24: The reply support module 22 determines whether the "Send" button on 
the survey form page shown in Figs. 17 and 18 has been clicked. If it has been clicked, 
control proceeds to Step S25. If it has not been clicked, the above determination is 

25 repeated and a click is awaited. 
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Step S25: The reply support module 22 sends reply data that contains an elective 
reply entered on the survey form page or a free reply is sent to the questionnaire 
processing server 1. 

With the above process, when a free reply has substantially the same content as an 

5 existing reply option, the existing reply option is displayed as a free reply, or that reply 
option is highlighted, or reply support display is otherwise carried out. Therefore, time- 
wasting free reply entries that merely repeat what an existing reply option says can be 
prevented, simplifying the entry of free replies. In addition, in the main process described 
above, it is possible to prevent registration in the survey form database 41, as a reply 

10 option, of a free reply that has the same content as an existing option. 
Second Embodiment 

In the first embodiment, an elective reply is made by selection of an option, and a 
comment or other free opinion cannot entered as an attachment thereto; however, an 
embodiment may be configured so that the appending of a comment to a selected option 

15 is allowed, and that such comment is stored as a reply option. For example, as in the first 
embodiment, a questionnaire processing system comprises a questionnaire processing 
server 1 and respondent terminal 2. Here, as shown in Fig. 22, the survey form database 
41 of the questionnaire processing server 1 is the survey form database 41 of the first 
embodiment, additionally including as fields "Sub-Option ID" and "Sub-Option." As 

20 shown in Fig. 23C and Fig. 23D, "Sub-Option ID" is an identifier for sub-option, which is 
an option displayed in association with an option. "Sub-Option" is the contents of a sub- 
option displayed on a survey form page. As shown in Fig. 22, one or a plurality of sub- 
option IDs can be associated with a single option ID. 

Meanwhile, a "Sub-Free Reply" button is provided on a survey form page, as in 

25 the example shown in Fig. 23A, Fig. 23C, and Fig. 23D. The sub-page shown in Fig. 23B 
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is linked to this button. When this button is clicked, the Web server 3 sends a sub-page to 
the Web browser 21. A sub-page is provided for each option; for example, the sub-page 
of Fig. 23B belongs to the option "a unique smell." 

After text has been entered on a sub-page (hereinafter, "Sub-Free Reply") and the 
5 "Send" button clicked, the reply support module 22 stores the sub-free reply in a DRAM 
or the like (not in figures). Then, when the "Send" button on the survey form page shown 
in Fig. 23 A is clicked, the reply support module 22 creates reply data that includes the 
stored free reply and sends this to the questionnaire processing server 1, as in the first 
embodiment. 

10 As with a free reply in the first embodiment, when the questionnaire processing 

server 1 receives reply data, it also assigns a sub-option ED to a sub-free reply included in 
reply data, associates this sub-free reply with a survey ID and question ID, and registers it 
in the survey form database 41. Then, as in the first embodiment, the questionnaire 
processing server 1 creates a survey page based on data in the survey form database 41 

15 and transmits it. As shown in Fig. 23C, on this new survey form page, a sub-option is 
displayed associated with the option to which it corresponds. This sub-option can be 
selected in addition to the selection of the corresponding option. Then, when a sub-option 
is selected, the reply support module 22 creates and then sends reply data that further 
contains the sub-option ID of a selected sub-option, as in the first embodiment. Based on 

20 this reply data, the questionnaire processing server 1 compiles selection of sub-option 
(hereinafter, "sub-elective reply") in the same manner as compilation in the first 
embodiment. 

For example, as shown in Fig. 23B, when the sub-free reply "Smell is not liked by 

people in their 20s" is entered with regard to the option "unique smell" and the "Send" 

25 button clicked, as shown in Fig.23C, a new survey form page on which the entered free 
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reply is displayed in association with the option "a unique smell." As shown in Fig. 23 C, 
"Smell is not liked by people in their 20s" is displayed as a sub-option appended to the 
option "a unique smell." This sub-option can be selected as an addition to the selection of 
the option "a unique smell." 

As shown in Fig. 23C and Fig. 23D, the system may be configured so that a "Sub- 
Free Reply" button is provided for a sub-option, and when this button is clicked a sub- 
page is displayed in the same manner as shown in Fig. 23B, enabling entry of a sub-free 
reply. The system may also be configured so that a sub-option ID field and sub-option 
field which correspond to the survey form database 41 are further provided in the survey 
form database 41, and an entered sub-free reply can be registered as a sub-option. In 
addition, when a plurality of sub-options have been appended to a single option, as shown 
in Fig. 23D, the plurality of sub-options appended to the reply option may be displayed. 

Such a configuration enables entry of a sub-free reply, which elaborates in greater 
detail on an existing option. Therefore, unlike in simple free reply, dispersion of reply 
content over a too broad range can be avoided, and amount of free reply text can be 
reduced. Meanwhile, a sub-free reply is added to a new survey form as a sub-option and 
selection of a sub-option can be entered in addition to selection of an option, allowing 
compilation of sub-elective replies describing more detailed opinions regarding an 
existing option. 

Other Embodiments 

A. The first embodiment may be configured so that a free reply stored as an option 

is differentiated from options that a survey taker has prepared in advance, or a free reply 

is assigned an identifier in order to identify the priority respondent who made the reply 

from which the free reply originated or a free reply is associated with an identifier of a 

respondent and stored. Then, indication is made that an option prepared in advance by a 
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survey taker, or that it originated from the reply of a certain priority respondent. With 
such a configuration, it will be even easier for a non-priority respondent in the first 
embodiment to view the free replies of respondents who are opinion leader types or 
respondents in certain positions. 
5 B. The system may be configured so that when a new survey form page has been 

created in step S3 in the main process of the first embodiment, notification to such effect 
is given to the respondent terminals 2 that have not yet sent reply data. For example, the 
survey execution module 7 refers to "Completed Survey ID" in the respondent database 
42 and identifies respondent terminals 2 that have not yet sent reply data. Then, because 

10 the number of reply options on the survey form page has increased, it requests the mail 
transmission server 1 1 to send to the specified respondent terminals 2 an e-mail to the 
effect that the update (reload) button of the Web browser 21 must be clicked. 
Alternatively, the system may be configured so that when the reply support module 22 
has received a notification to this effect, it requests the Web browser 21 to update (reload) 

15 the survey form page. With such a configuration, respondents who have received 

transmission of the survey form page but have not yet responded can be reliably made to 
use the new survey form page that was newly created after such reception. 

C. The present invention includes recording media on which are recorded 
programs that execute the foregoing methods under the present invention. Recording 

20 media herein may be, to name examples, flexible disks, hard disks, semiconductor 
memory, CD-ROMs, DVDs, magneto-optical disks (MOs), and other computer- 
read/ writeable recording media. 

Only selected embodiments have been chosen to illustrate the present invention. 
To those skilled in the art, however, it will be apparent from the foregoing disclosure that 

25 various changes and modifications can be made herein without departing from the scope 
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of the invention as defined in the appended claims. Furthermore, the foregoing 
description of the embodiments according to the present invention is provided for 
illustration only, and not for limiting the invention as defined by the appended claims and 
their equivalents. 
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